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February 5, 1990

Dear Readers:

It's time for me to write again about AIDS and HIV infection in
the gay community. We have a major problem to solve and we must
solve it fast to save lives.

The problem is this: Why are so many men increasing their risks
for AIDS again after such substantial change towards safer sex?
If we could understand why these increases are occurring, we
could devise plans to help our brothers stay safe.

The evidence is frightening and disappointing: Between 1988 and
1989 we have seen a substantial increase in the numbers of gay
men being diagnosed with sexually transmitted diseases. In 1988
509 gay men visited Department of Public Health clinics seeking
evaluation and treatment for sexually transmitted diseases. 1In
1989 937 gay men visited these same clinics.

In 1988 27 cases of gonorrhea were diagnosed in gay men visiting
these clinics; in 1989 there were 92 diagnoses of gonorrhea in
gay men. In 1988 80 men came in with "non-specific urethritis"
(also known as "NSU", "NGU", and "chlamydia", or the non-
gonococcal drip); in 1989 this number had risen to 169.
Similarly acute .rectal infection, herpes, and cases of syphilis
rose from 12, 3 and 4 (respectively) in 1988 to 40, 18 and 18 in
1989.

You all need to know how gay men get these diseases -- one guy
sticks his penis into another guy's body without using a condom.
Usually neither partner knows, but one of them has an infection
of the penis, throat, or anus and eventually one or both come
down with the symptoms (commonly, drip from the penis, burning on
urination, sore throat, rectal pain, discharge or diarrhea). It
could take up to a couple of weeks for these symptoms to develop.

Unfortunately, not all sexually transmitted infections cause
symptoms -- the worst example being human immunodeficiency virus
(HIV) . HIV only causes noticeable symptoms (fever, swollen
glands, sore throat, fatigue and other flu-like feellngs) about a
third of the time when the person first becomes infected. There
are also people who can carry gonorrhea, herpes, syphilis, wart
(papllloma) virus, chlamydia, hepatitis, and a host of other
serious diseases without any symptoms, completely unawares. Some
of these conditions -- herpes and syphllls, for example ~- make
it relatively easy for persons carrying them to become infected
with HIV, because these diseases cause ulcerative sores that
break the skin and other body surfaces and allow the HIV easier
entry into the body.

The evidence is quite solid that HIV is the cause of AIDS, and

1



evidence is growing that given enough time practically everyone
who becomes infected with HIV will eventually develop AIDS and
die of it. Furthermore, sex that spreads any of these other
diseases can spread HIV; condoms that prevent the spread of HIV
also prevent the spread of gonorrhea, herpes, and the other STDs.
HIV should be simple to control among gay men who are not seeking
to make kids.

What is going wrong? The AIDS Project of the Seattle/King County
Department of Public Health and the Northwest AIDS Foundation
have been in existence since 1983. During the past 7 years the
amoung of money spent on AIDS education and prevention has
increased considerably. Although more of this money recently has
been used to fight disease among people of color, women, and drug
users, there has been no letup in the amount of funding targeting
the gay male community, and frequently we change our campaigns to
maintain interest.

Are people just getting tired of safer sex? Did they expect a
cure or vaccine by this time (9 years into the AIDS epidemic),
and just can't wait any longer? 1Is the news that HIV infection
and AIDS more treatable luring people to resume risky sex because
the disease is getting better? I would point out that even
though AIDS is more treatable, it is still very lethal. Even now
practically no one survives beyond 5 years from an actual
diagnosis of AIDS. AZT and drugs to prevent pneumocystis prolong
survival but only a few extra years usually.

We must keep the gay male population from spreading this
infection within its ranks; otherwise, there will be so few of
the old guard left that the young will have no one to learn from.
Already, gay rlghts losses are occurring across the nation as gay
activists are becoming ill or too tired of the AIDS battles to
fight for their rights.

I'm hoping to provoke some discussion in the pages of the Seattle
Gay News through this column. I'd like to know why people think
men are returning to risky sex, and what involved organizations
(and concerned individuals) should do to reverse this trend. I
am asking for a more detailed analysis of these data. For
example, how much gonorrhea is of the throat, how many of these
gay men are newly gay, or homosexually active without calling
themselves gay. These and other such questions might help us
understand the needs better.

Please write me with your comments and questions. --Dr. Bob



